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THE  DREAM  OF 
THE  MAGI 

At  Como,  in  the  old  church  of  Sant 
Abbondio,  there  is  a  fourteenth- 
century  pidure  that  the  guide-book 
describes  as  an  unusual  subjed, 
showing  the  Magi  in  their  beds. 
Painters  have  portrayed  them  kneel¬ 
ing  in  adoration  before  the  babe  of 
Bethlehem,  with  ox  and  ass  looking 
benignly  down  in  equal  adoration 
from  their  Stalls.  Outside  their 
horses  wait,  held  by  their  attendants, 
horses  such  as  the  painters  of  the 
Ferrara  school  have  dreamed  of, 
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green,  yellow  and  a  rich  purple-brown 
not  to  be  equalled,  even  upon  the 
southern  Pampas  or  in  Mexico,  where 
a  herd  of  half-wild  horses  reflects 
as  many  colours  as  a  tulip  bed. 

Painters  have  limned  the  Three 
Wise  Men  as  they  arrived  at  Bethle¬ 
hem  ;  upon  the  road ;  whilst  gazing 
silently  upon  the  babe  in  attitudes  of 
adoration  and  of  ecstasy. 

Milton  has  immortalised  them,  Stal¬ 
led.  The  gospels  have  set  forth  their 
Story  for  the  whole  world  to  love,  to 
make  their  own,  and  for  the  reasoning 
to  Still  their  reason  and  believe.  In 
the  presentments  of  the  painters  the 
black  king  always  has  a  place  to 
which  perhaps  he  has  as  little  title  as 
the  others  have  to  wisdom,  although 
it  is  the  highest  wisdom  in  a  king  to 
6 


The  Dream  of  the  Magi 

take  his  horse  and  follow  where  any 
Star  doth  lead.  Pity  so  few  of  them 
have  profited  by  the  example  of 
their  three  predecessors  in  their 
guild  ! 

Many  have  followed  the  Three 
Kings  upon  the  road ;  have  seen 
them  talking  to  the  shepherds  as 
they  watched  their  flocks  ;  been  with 
them  when  they  offered  up  their  myrrh 
and  frankincense  ;  have  seen  them 
kneel  as  Mary  held  the  babe  upon  her 
lap,  whilst  worthy  Joseph,  with  his 
enigmatic  smile  of  semi-ownership, 
looked  on  half-doubtingly,  but  with 
an  air  as  if  he  Strove  to  put  the  beSt 
conStru&ion  on  the  case. 

Children  have  marvelled  and  wise 
men  have  gone  down  upon  their 
knees  in  sheer  delight  at  the  com- 
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pelling  beauty  of  the  tale,  and  painters 
have  exhausted  all  their  art  upon  it, 
so  that  it  has  become  the  best  known 
scene  in  all  the  great  romance  of 
Christendom.  It  was  reserved  for  a 
poor  quattrocentiSta,  little  skilled 
in  the  art  that  he  professed,  alone  of 
painters,  to  depict  the  Three  Wise 
Men  in  bed. 

They  sleep,  tucked  up  in  low, 
substantial-looking  beds,  all  with 
their  crowns  upon  their  heads,  as 
was  the  wont  of  kings.  Upon  the 
sheets  their  beards  are  spread,  not 
curled,  but  waved  like  Sticks  of 
barley-sugar,  their  features  noble, 
their  noses  seemly,  and  to  speak 
sooth,  the  three  are  juSt  as  much 
alike  as  if  they  had  been  run  out  of 
one  mould.  Unluckily,  for  it  shows 
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a  lack  of  imagination,  none  of  the 
three  is  black. 

A  more  imaginative  painter  would 
have  been  quick  to  see  that  by  the 
introduction  of  a  jet-black  king,  such 
a  one  as  figures  in  so  many  pictures, 
he  would  have  secured  a  moSt 
arresting  contrast.  Nothing  was 
further  from  his  thoughts.  He  did 
not  think  in  terms  of  art,  but  only 
those  of  faith.  In  a  high  panelled 
chamber  on  their  three  beds,  so 
close  beside  each  other  that  thought 
transference  must  have  been  quite 
an  easy  matter,  the  Three  Kings 
slumber. 

At  the  foot  of  the  middle  bed 
there  lies  a  little,  white  and  yellow 
dog.  He,  too,  is  wrapt  in  sleep  ; 
but  the  angel  Standing  at  the  door, 
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slight,  tall  and  elegant,  with  his 
sheeny  wings  folded  about  him  like 
a  mantle,  his  yellow  hair  curled  as 
it  had  been  laid  in  press,  takes  no 
thought  of  the  dog.  His  business 
lies  with  the  sleepers  in  the  three 
comfortable  beds.  To  inspire  them 
and  to  set  their  brains  a-working,  he 
shot  down  through  the  empyrean, 
ignoring  all  the  laws  of  gravitation, 
Steering  himself  by  faith,  the  beSt 
of  compasses  known  to  aerial  navi¬ 
gators,  and  now  Stands  holding  the 
door  slightly  ajar,  and  looking  with 
compun&ion  on  the  sleepers  whose 
slumbers  he  had  come  to  impregnate 
v/ith  the  moSt  wondrous  dream  that 
ever  entered  into  the  brain  of  man. 
Outside  no  doubt,  the  Still  Italian 
night  was  wrapped  in  the  blue  mantle 
io 


The  Dream  of  the  Magi 

of  the  sky,  ablaze  with  myriads  of 
Stars.  Fireflies  flashed  in  the  bushes 
and  tall  grasses,  points  of  ele&ric 
light  when  ele&ricity  lay  like  a 
chrysalis  in  amber,  waiting  to  be 
rubbed  into  activity,  or  showed  itself 
but  only  in  the  Storm.  The  waters 
of  the  lake  plashed  languorously 
against  the  pebbly  beaches,  and  the 
cicalas  raised  their  shrill  hymns  of 
praise  to  Pan,  for  then  nothing  was 
known  of  the  great  legend  that  has 
since  filled  the  world.  Even  the 
sleepers  were  unconscious  as  the 
angel  Stood  a- watching  them.  He 
raised  his  hand,  and  in  the  middle 
of  the  slumbering  trinity,  King 
Gaspar  Stirred  and  murmured.  Then 
his  thoughts  passed  to  the  brains 
of  his  two  fellow-kings,  and  all 
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their  minds  were  focussed  into 
one. 

“We  muSt  arise,”  said  Melchior. 
“  In  Bethlehem  of  Judasa  a  wondrous 
thing  will  come  to  pass.” 

“  Tell  us  of  it,”  his  fellows  said, 
and  in  their  sleep  their  faces  twitched 
convulsively,  although  their  eyes  were 
closed.  So  Still  they  lay  beneath 
the  blankets  and  the  sheets,  with 
their  heads  resting  on  their  pillows, 
their  crowns  in  equilibrium  and  not 
a  hair  of  their  great  beards  awry, 
that  they  seemed  made  of  wax. 

Melchior  once  again  took  up  his 
tale,  and  as  he  spoke,  the  angel  at 
the  door  threw  back  his  wings  as 
a  man  tosses  back  a  cloak,  and  Stood 
revealed  all  shimmering,  a  celestial 
dragon-fly. 
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“  The  world  is  full  of  wickedness,” 
the  Magus  said  in  a  Strange  voice 
that  seemed  to  come  out  of  a  cavern, 
but  soon  died  away  into  a  mur¬ 
mur  that  penetrated  to  the  souls 
of  his  two  partners  in  the  triple 
dream. 

<c  The  world  has  grown  so  evil 
that  it  muSt  be  destroyed,  burned 
up  with  fire,  the  dreadful  fiat  has 
gone  forth,  unless  a  babe  be  born 
from  a  pure  virgin,  to  take  upon 
himself  the  sins  of  all  mankind  and 
suffer  on  the  cross.  In  Bethlehem 
a  virgin  has  conceived  of  the  Holy 
Spirit,  and  even  now  awaits  the  birth 
of  the  Redeemer,  in  a  Stable,  where 
she  sits  amongst  the  kindly  beaSts, 
whose  healing  breath  makes  a 
perpetual  incense,  and  who,  when 
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night  has  fallen,  and  all  the  sons  of 
men  are  wrapped  in  sleep,  adore  her 
on  their  knees. 

“  Arise,  arise,  and  let  us  take  the 
road.” 

Swiftly  and  noiselessly  the  Three 
Kings  arose  to  make  their  prepara¬ 
tions,  and  as  they  put  on  royal  robes, 
a  wondrous  change  was  wrought 
upon  the  mediaeval  building  where 
they  slept.  The  dark  and  massive 
walls  grew  dazzlingly  white.  The 
high-pitched  Gothic  roof  became  an 
Oriental  azotea  guarded  with  flame¬ 
shaped  battlements.  The  sculptured 
doorway  was  altered  to  a  horseshoe 
arch,  with  a  great  door  of  palm  wood 
Studded  with  nails,  and  in  the  middle 
hung  a  knocker  fashioned  like  a 
ring.  The  Italian  windows  disap- 
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peared  and  were  replaced  by  little 
slits,  and  in  the  middle  of  the  house 
appeared  a  patio,  planted  with  basil, 
marjoram,  thyme,  with  sweet 
geranium,  arums  and  pale-coloured 
pinks,  such  as  all  Easterns  love. 

A  minaret  rose  from  the  ground, 
and,  as  the  Magi  robed  themselves 
in  trailing  Oriental  clothes,  the  call 
to  prayer  rang  out  in  the  prolonged 
and  guttural  notes  of  the  muezzin. 
Outside  the  vegetation,  that  had  been 
oaks  and  ashes  with  Italian  elms, 
was  changed  to  palms,  the  willow 
bushes  now  were  suddra  or  camel- 
thorns,  and  the  sweet  grass  set  with 
a  myriad  daisies,  gentians  and  fumi¬ 
tory,  turned  hard  and  wiry,  and  the 
black  earth  to  sand. 

But  a  more  wondrous  transfor- 
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mation  was  to  be  seen  in  Balthazar, 
who  had  become  a  Moor. 

About  the  gates  of  the  Oriental 
kasbah  sat  a  horde  of  beggars,  who 
did  not  beg  with  prayers  and  suppli¬ 
cations  as  they  had  done  before  the 
house  in  which  the  Three  Kings  had 
lain  sleeping  in  their  beds ;  but 
murmuring  “  One  God,”  pointed  a 
finger  to  the  sky. 

Long  Strings  of  camels  passed  like 
ships  across  the  sand,  with  their 
condudors  perched  on  little  asses, 
againSt  whose  sides  their  naked  heels 
drummed  ceaselessly. 

The  sun  beat  down  like  fire,  and  out 
upon  the  plain  great  pools  of  water 
seemed  to  lie,  that  mocked  the 
traveller,  ever  retreating  further  off 
on  his  advance. 
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When  all  was  ready  and  a  long 
train  of  mules  was  packed  with  myrrh 
and  cassia,  aloes  and  frankincense, 
with  sweetly  scented  gums  from 
Sanaar,  amber  from  the  Tyrian  coaSt, 
and  vessels  wrought  of  finest  gold 
from  Samarcand,  spices  and  aromatic 
woods  to  burn  as  perfumes,  the 
Magi  signed  to  their  attendants  to 
bring  up  their  horses  to  the  mounting 
block. 

Rearing  and  plunging  and  neighing 
shrilly,  attended  by  black  slaves,  the 
horses  were  led  out. 

Their  tails  were  long  and  would 
have  swept  the  ground  had  they  not 
been  gathered  up  into  a  knot  below 
their  quarters  and  plaited  carefully. 
Their  manes  hung  down  and  almost 
reached  their  knees,  and  their  long 
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forelocks  nearly  concealed  their  eyes, 
giving  them  an  air  of  wildness  that 
their  real  gentleness  belied.  Pale 
green  and  light  canary  and  a  rich 
plum-coloured  brown,  they  were 
indeed  fit  Steeds  for  Eastern  kings  to 
ride,  in  dreams. 

Their  high-peaked  saddles  were  of 
richest  silk  with  seven  saddle-cloths, 
the  sacramental  number  without 
which  no  horse’s  back  is  safe  from 
galls,  or  rider’s  life  secure  from  the 
grave  that  is  ever  open  for  the 
horseman.  Their  heavy  Arab 
Stirrups  were  of  gold.  The  reins 
were  long,  made  of  raw  silk  through 
which  was  run  gold-twiSted  thread, 
and  would  have  touched  the  ground 
had  not  the  Magi  held  them  high 
after  the  Eastern  fashion,  throwing 
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the  ends  over  their  left  shoulders  to 
keep  them  from  the  mud. 

Their  bits  were  silver,  and  their 
broad  breastplates  set  with  precious 
Stones,  whilst  over  every  horse’s 
eyes  dangled  a  fringe  of  silk  that 
mingled  with  his  mane.  Melchior 
and  Gaspar  mounted  slowly  and 
carefully  as  befitted  their  estate. 

Their  servants  tastefully  arranged 
their  clothes,  throwing  their  upper 
garments  back  so  as  to  display  their 
snowy  under-linen  and  their  fine 
supple  boots  of  perfumed  leather 
made  in  Kordofan. 

Balthazar  chose  the  green  courser 
that  stood  fidgeting  and  snorting 
beside  the  mounting-block  from 
which  his  fellows  had  got  on. 
Murmuring,  “  In  the  name  of  God,” 
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he  took  up  his  reins,  and  wheeling 
round  the  horse  mounted  him  in 
one  motion,  juSt  as  a  bird  takes  wing. 
He  felt  his  mouth  and  touched  him 
with  the  spur,  and  then  with  a  wild 
cry  put  him  at  once  into  a  gallop, 
checked  him  and  made  him  rear  and 
plunge,  and  then  circling  round  like 
a  hawk,  dashed  back  again.  Right 
at  the  mounting-block  he  pulled  him 
up  and  Stood  juSt  for  an  instant 
turned  to  Stone,  the  rider’s  white 
teeth  glistening  and  his  horse 
breathing  fire.  The  women  on  the 
caStle  roof  raised  a  shrill  cry  of  joy. 
His  Staid  companions  looked  at  him, 
half  with  indulgence,  half  with 
approbation,  and  the  cavalcade  set 
out.  The  camels  and  pack  mules 
carrying  the  precious  gifts  and  the 


20 


The  Dream  of  the  Magi 

provisions,  with  the  tents  of  the 
Three  Kings,  went  first,  the  muleteers 
perched  high  between  the  packs,  the 
camel-drivers  trudging  behind  the 
prediluvian-looking  beaSts,  each 
carrying  a  cudgel  of  wild  olive  wood. 
The  retinues  of  the  Three  Kings 
came  next  all  fully  armed  with  bows 
and  arrows,  and  with  spears. 

Lastly  the  kings  themselves,  fifty 
to  a  hundred  paces  in  the  rear  to 
avoid  the  duSt,  and  as  they  rode  they 
chatted  with  the  soothsayer,  for, 
as  is  known  to  all,  no  expedition  of 
the  kind  ever  set  out  without  a 
skilled  astrologer,  one  able  to  caSt 
horoscopes,  foretell  eclipses  and  to 
reveal  the  Stars. 

By  this  time  the  kings’  chargers 
had  all  settled  down  into  a  slow  and 
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easy  amble,  so  level  that  they  could 
have  held  a  glass  of  water  and  never 
spilled  a  drop. 

Much  did  the  soothsayer  discourse 
upon  the  Stars,  telling  about  Sohail, 
upon  which  hangs  the  deStiny  of  the 
whole  Arab  race  ;  of  Alcor,  Alde- 
baran  and  Algol  he  had  much  lore, 
explaining  how  they  got  their  names, 
their  influence  on  mankind,  and  on 
each  other  ;  but  moSt  of  all  he  dwelt 
upon  a  wondrous  Star,  bright  as  a 
planet,  but  three  times  as  large.  He 
thought  that  it  had  great  significance, 
for  it  appeared  to  Stand  fixed  in  the 
sky  juSt  above  Bethlehem. 

As  the  kings  listened,  leaning  back 
against  the  cantles  of  their  saddles, 
for  now  the  sun  had  fully  risen  and 
his  rays  poured  down  like  molten 
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lead  upon  them,  they  all  agreed  that 
what  the  soothsayer  had  said  appeared 
moSt  reasonable.  That  Stars  are 
messengers  of  heaven  was  a  fad 
that  they  were  well  aware  of,  and 
what  more  likely  than  that  an  all- wise 
Power  having  determined  to  despatch 
a  saviour  to  the  world,  should  fix 
a  Star  above  the  place  where  the 
redeemer  should  be  born  to  guide 
men  on  their  way. 

When  they  had  heard  enough  of 
perihelions  and  of  parallaxes,  and 
the  soothsayer,  bending  down  to  his 
saddle-bow,  had  taken  leave  of  them 
and  joined  their  other  followers,  a 
silence  fell  upon  the  kings.  The 
muleteers  and  camel-drivers,  who  had 
at  first  sung  ceaselessly,  in  a  high- 
pitched  key,  interminable  falsetto 
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songs,  interspersed  now  and  then 
with  jokes  and  laughter,  and  curses 
when  a  mule  Stumbled  or  lagged 
behind,  or  if  a  pack  had  shifted, 
now  all  were  silent  as  they  plodded 
on,  their  heads  covered  up  in  their 
hoods,  fanning  away  the  flies  with 
a  dry  palm  leaf  or  a  bunch  of  oStrich 
feathers.  Nothing  was  heard  except 
the  muffled  footfalls  of  the  animals, 
jingling  of  bits,  or  the  snorting  of 
the  kings’  deStriers,  as  they  jogged 
quietly  along.  Brown  lizards  ran 
amongst  the  heated  Stones,  or  sat 
juSt  at  the  entrance  of  their  holes, 
their  beady  eyes  sparkling  like  jewels 
in  the  sun.  The  shadow  of  an  eagle 
that  soared  over  them  was  outlined 
on  the  sand,  and  now  and  then  a 
battlemented  tower  grew  up  before 
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them,  waxed,  waned  and  disappeared 
as  they  approached  ,  but  never  reached 
it,  juSt  as  a  man  passes  his  life  pursuing 
happiness,  that  ever  flits  before  his 
eyes. 

At  laSt  in  the  far  distance.  Standing 
up  Starkly  as  a  lighthouse  Stands  up 
from  the  sea,  appeared  some  palm 
trees  and  a  faint  line  of  vegetation, 
showing  the  course  of  a  small  river, 
or  at  the  least  a  group  of  wells. 

Long  did  the  travellers  ride 
towards  it,  till  about  an  hour  before 
high  noon  they  reached  a  small  oasis, 
and  dismounting  from  their  beaSts, 
sat  down  to  rest  a  little  and  to  enjoy 
the  shadow  of  the  trees.  In  haSte 
their  followers  set  up  a  shelter  and 
the  Three  Kings  entered  it  silently, 
dripping  with  perspiration,  and  their 
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slaves,  pulling  off  their  riding-boots, 
kneaded  their  knees  and  thighs,  for 
the  long  ride,  perched  on  their  high 
saddles,  had  cramped  them  sorely, 
as  it  does  every  Arab  horseman  the 
first  day  upon  the  road. 

No  word  they  spoke  until  a  slave 
appeared  with  water  in  a  brass  vessel 
to  pour  upon  their  hands. 

“  Travel  is  hell  to  him  who  rides,” 
said  Melchior,  as  if,  from  the  Stores 
of  wisdom  that  he  had  accumulated, 
he  was  enunciating  a  great  truth. 
“  It  is  so,”  said  King  Gaspar  as  he 
assented  gravely ;  but  King  Balthazar, 
the  youngeSt,  as  he  was  talleSt  of  the 
three,  said  smilingly,  “  What  then 
muSt  travel  be  to  those  who  go 
afoot  ?  ”  The  other  kings  again 
assented  ;  and  Stretching  their  raxed 
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limbs,  drew  them  up  decently  beneath 
them  as  befits  a  man  of  breeding, 
and  once  again  all  three  were  silent, 
as  they  sat  resting  in  the  shade. 

The  muleteers  unpacked  the  bag¬ 
gage  animals  and  turned  them  loose 
to  feed  upon  the  grass  that  grew 
beside  the  Stream.  The  horses  of 
the  kings  and  their  chief  followers 
were  fastened  by  their  feet  to  a  long 
rope  of  camel’s  hair  Stretched  between 
iron  pegs,  and  with  their  bits  hung 
to  their  saddle-bows  devoured  their 
provender.  The  little  Stream  that 
in  the  winter  ran  between  the  date 
palms,  had  ceased  to  flow,  and  all 
the  water  was  collected  into  pools. 
Stagnant  and  nauseous,  in  which 
occasionally  a  tortoise  put  up  his 
head  for  air,  and  then  sank  out  of 
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sight  again  in  the  thick  liquid  slime. 
Two  or  three  vultures  sat  upon  the 
palm  trees,  and  spread  their  wings 
out  in  the  sun  with  a  harsh  grating 
sound. 

Some  bitter  colocynths  and  a  few 
Stunted  oleanders  was  the  only 
vegetation  of  the  oasis — that  with 
its  scanty  grass  and  sun-dried  palm 
trees  yet  in  that  desert  of  grey  rocks 
and  sand  seemed  a  paradise. 

The  Star-led  kings  after  a  frugal 
meal  of  dates  and  bread,  washed 
down  with  water  from  the  skins  the 
camels  carried,  passed  the  hot  hours 
in  sleep,  or  dozing  listening  to  the 
quavering  music  that  a  lute-player 
plucked  from  a  rough  instrument 
with  a  frond  of  a  palmetto  leaf. 

At  the  fourth  hour  all  was  aStir 
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again,  and  the  camp  followers  packed 
the  baggage  animals.  When  all  was 
ready  and  the  little  shelter  tents 
pulled  down  and  Stowed  upon  the 
mules,  once  more  they  took  the 
road. 

It  led  across  the  plain,  well  marked 
by  bleaching  bones  of  mules  and 
camels  that  had  fallen  by  the  way. 
In  the  far  distance  ran  a  line  of  hills 
that  the  conductor  of  the  caravan 
said  they  could  reach  by  sundown  if 
they  pushed  on  Steadily. 

As  they  emerged  once  more  into 
the  track  the  kings  turned  in  their 
saddles  and  gave  a  last  look  at  the 
little  clump  of  palms  that  they  would 
see  no  more.  The  declining  sun 
had  moved  away  from  it,  leaving 
it  bathed  in  shadow,  looking  more 
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green  and  more  refreshing  than  in  the 
noontide  glare. 

King  Gaspar  waved  his  hand,  and 
turning  to  his  friends  said,  “  By 
Ashtaroth,  it  is  the  very  image  and 
epitome  of  a  man’s  pilgrimage  on 
earth.  We  are  here  to-day,  to¬ 
morrow  we  may  have  left  the  world, 
as  we  left  this  oasis.  Juft  as  we  go 
we  seem  to  love  that  which  we  leave, 
better  than  ever,  and  to  appreciate  its 
full  significance.  Farewell,  oasis, 
farewell  to  thy  shade.” 

His  two  companions  looked  once 
more  at  the  green  island  in  the  sand, 
and  they  too  said  “  Farewell.” 

They  reached  the  line  of  hills, 
and  finding  grass  and  water  for  their 
beafts,  camped  there  and  passed  the 
night. 
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Long  did  they  lie  awake  after  their 
evening  meal,  reclining  on  their 
carpets,  talking  about  their  journey, 
and  listening  earnestly  when  from 
the  distance  came  the  cry  of  a  wild 
beaSt,  with  their  hands  upon  their 
spears. 

Thus  did  they  journey  on  for 
several  days,  enduring  noontide  heat, 
the  sharp  chill  of  the  desert  morning 
air,  and  the  dull  ache  between  the 
shoulders,  that  makes  a  long  day’s 
ride  Still  longer,  as  the  slow  hours 
pass  by. 

The  Star  loomed  ever  brighter,  and 
their  way  now  lay  through  villages 
with  cultivated  fields,  and  now  and 
then  small  open  plains,  on  which 
fed  sheep,  flocks  of  brown  goats 
guarded  by  boys  who  whiled  away  the 
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time  by  playing  fitful  little  airs  upon 
a  reed,  and  troops  of  camels  that 
browsed  upon  the  thorns. 

At  laSt,  at  nightfall  after  a  weary 
day  upon  the  road,  they  reached 
a  little  town.  It  lay  beneath  them 
as  they  camped  upon  a  plain  on  which 
some  shepherds,  seated  on  the  ground, 
watched  their  sheep  penned  in  a 
shelter  made  of  camel-thorns,  all 
whitened  by  the  sun. 

“  See,”  said  the  soothsayer,  as  they 
lighted  off  their  beaSts,  “  the  Star 
is  Stationary.” 

It  Stood  indeed  fixed  in  the  heavens, 
and  its  pale  rays  shone  down,  illumi¬ 
nating  the  white  houses  of  the  town 
with  their  effulgency. 

Now  the  Three  Kings  were  aware 
their  pilgrimage  was  over,  and  on 
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the  morrow’s  mom  they  could 
present  their  precious  gifts  to  the 
child  bom  of  a  pure  virgin,  who 
should  redeem  mankind. 

All  through  the  night  there  was 
rejoicing  in  their  camp,  the  horses 
had  a  double  feed  of  barley,  their 
manes  and  tails  were  plaited,  Stirrups 
and  bits  were  burnished,  and  all 
the  company,  even  the  black  slaves, 
got  out  rich  dresses,  and  then  sat 
down  to  meat  like  a  great  company 
of  brethren,  in  the  tent  of  the  Three 
Kings. 

Night  fell  at  once,  no  twilight 
intervening.  The  Stars  shone  out  and 
the  moon  bathed  the  landscape, 
casting  long  shadows  on  the  plain, 
making  a  Standing  figure  of  a  shepherd 
leaning  on  his  crook,  huge  as  a  tree. 
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and  the  tall  canes  beside  the  little 
pool  Stand  up  like  lances,  tipped  with 
silver  in  its  rays. 

Up  from  the  town  of  Bethlehem, 
that  lay  as  if  cut  out  of  cardboard  in 
the  pale  moonlight,  its  rows  of  flat- 
roofed  houses  looking  like  gigantic 
Steps  against  the  hill,  there  came  the 
ceaseless  barking  of  the  dogs,  and 
an  occasional  wild  cry.  The  notes 
of  a  soul-piercing  Arab  song,  pro¬ 
longed  and  quavering,  the  intervals 
so  Strange  and  fitful  that  it  seemed 
impossible  that  it  could  have 
proceeded  from  a  human  throat, 
were  heard  occasionally,  blending 
harmoniously  with  the  metallic 
croaking  of  the  frogs  from  the  Still, 
reed-encircled  pool.  Then  all  was 
silent,  and  night  descended  on  the 
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world,  as  it  seemed  for  the  first  time 
since  it  was  instituted. 

Much  did  the  kings  discourse  about 
their  journey  ;  upon  the  presentation 
that  would  take  place  next  day,  and 
much  upon  the  instability  of  all 
things  human,  interspersed  with  wise 
saws  and  proverbs,  that  they  enun¬ 
ciated  sententiously,  not  in  the  light 
of  sayings,  but  as  if  they  had  been 
personal  experiences  of  the  narrator’s 
life. 

Dawn  found  them  seated  cross- 
legged  at  the  entrance  of  the  tent. 
Still  talking  gravely,  whilst  all  around 
them  their  slaves  and  followers  were 
sleeping  with  their  heads  on  the 
pack-saddles  of  the  mules.  The 
horses  dozed  at  their  picket  ropes, 
resting  a  leg,  and  with  one  ear 
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pricked  forward,  the  other  back¬ 
ward,  watchful  though  somnolent. 

The  tent  and  tent  ropes  all  dripped 
water,  for  a  heavy  dew  had  wetted 
everything,  and  by  the  sheep  pen, 
drops  glistened  on  the  fleeces  of 
the  sheep,  and  as  the  sun  rose  in  the 
eaSt,  the  great  effulgent  Star  appeared 
to  leave  the  heavens  as  if  under 
protest,  though  it  knew  that  its  task 
was  over  and  its  duty  was  performed. 
They  mounted  early,  dressed  in  their 
beSt  robes,  and  followed  by  their 
men  leading  the  animals  that  bore 
the  precious  gifts,  they  took  their 
way  into  the  town. 

Little  they  said  to  one  another, 
and  even  Balthazar  rode  silently. 
Their  very  horses  ambled  soberly, 
and  as  they  entered  the  first  sandy 
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street  they  Stopped  a  passer-by, 
asking  him  to  direct  them  to  the 
inn  where  one  called  Joseph,  a 
carpenter  juSt  come  up  from  Nazareth, 
had  alighted  with  his  wife. 

“  I  know  him,”  said  the  man, 
“  not  a  bad  joiner,  but  often  out  of 
work,  for  he  neglefls  his  shop 
occasionally,  and  sits  dreaming  in 
the  shade.  He  married  late  in  life, 
as  I  have  heard,  a  woman  younger 
than  himself,  and  beautiful,  so  beauti¬ 
ful  that,  as  we  say,  the  sheep  Stop 
grazing  to  admire  her  as  she  walks 
across  the  fields.  The  neighbours 
talk,  but  then  so  do  all  neighbours 
in  every  quarter  of  the  world,  you 
cannot  Stop  men’s  tongues.  .  .  . 
Pardon  me.  Lords,  my  own  wags  on 
a  little  over-faSt  .  .  .  you  will  find 
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the  house  beyond  the  Street  where 
men  sell  leather.  Turn  to  the  left, 
before  you  reach  the  market,  juSt 
at  the  place  where  scribes  sit  writing 
for  the  silly  country  people.” 

Gravely  the  kings,  when  they  had 
thanked  him  and  signed  to  a  follower 
to  give  him  his  reward,  rode  on, 
and  following  his  dire&ions,  the 
cavalcade  wound  through  the  narrow 
Streets,  the  people  crowding  to  their 
doors  to  see  them  pass,  to  wonder 
and  admire. 

It  was  about  the  third  hour  of  the 
day  when  they  arrived  before  the 
caravanserai  and  found  it  full  of 
travellers,  but  none  could  give  them 
any  tidings  of  the  carpenter. 

They  turned  to  go,  and  in  a  passage 
leading  to  a  Stable  they  saw  a  group 
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of  shepherds,  some  kneeling,  others 
leaning  on  their  crooks,  their  water 
gourds  hanging  from  their  shoulders 
by  twisted  cords  of  green  palmetto 
leaves,  gazing  in  ecstasy.  The  kings 
alighted,  and  beckoning  to  their  men, 
bade  them  bring  forth  the  precious 
gifts  that  they  had  brought  with 
them,  the  myrrh,  the  aloes  and  the 
frankincense,  and  the  wrought 
vessels  of  fine  gold. 

In  slow  procession  they  advanced, 
and  in  a  manger  wrapped  in  swadd¬ 
ling  clothes  they  saw  a  child,  that 
lay  as  in  a  cradle,  bathed  in  the 
breath  of  oxen  and  of  asses  that 
looked  gravely  down  upon  him  with 
their  dark  lustrous  eyes. 

As  the  Three  Kings  advanced, 
bearing  their  gifts,  his  mother, 
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reaching  out  her  arms,  took  up  the 
babe  and  placed  him  on  her  knee. 
He  laughed  and  clapped  his  hands  at 
the  three  Strangers,  and  upon  his 
mother’s  face  there  came  a  look, 
half  of  juSt  pride  at  the  birth  of  a 
man-child,  and  half  of  sorrow  as 
she  thought  upon  his  lot  as  the 
redeemer  of  mankind.  Her  face 
was  beautiful  and  calm,  her  dress 
that  of  a  Galilean  country-woman, 
and  seated  on  a  Stool  she  gazed 
at  the  Three  Kings  with  the  same 
quiet  air  of  resignation  that  the 
adoring  beaSts  had  looked  upon  the 
child. 

Serious  and  grave  beyond  his  little 
span  of  days,  he  held  his  tiny  hands 
towards  the  kings,  and  in  his  large 
dark  eyes  there  was  a  look  as  if 
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the  shadow  of  the  cross  had  fallen 
on  them  already  and  chilled  their 
gaiety. 

A  venerable  old  man,  white- 
bearded  but  Still  hale,  sat  in  a  corner 
of  the  Stable,  now  and  then  Stroking 
the  noses  of  the  beaSts  as  if  he  felt 
that  they  and  he  had  more  in  common 
with  each  other  than  with  the  other 
a&ors  in  the  scene. 

The  kings  advanced  and,  falling  on 
their  knees,  adored  and  worshipped, 
and  then,  rising  to  their  feet,  tendered 
their  precious  gifts. 

Melchior,  the  King  of  Nubia,  gave 
the  rich  vessels  of  wrought  gold  ; 
gold  is  for  royalty. 

Balthazar,  King  of  Chaldea, 
presented  frankincense  ;  and  Gaspar, 
King  of  Tarshish,  offered  myrrh, 
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saying,  “  Myrrh  is  for  death,  but 
in  his  death  this  child  shall  triumph 
over  death,  so  I  present  the 
myrrh.” 

Long  did  they  gaze,  until  at  laSt 
their  eyes  grew  dim  with  gazing,  and 
by  degrees  the  Stable,  with  all  its 
occupants,  gradually  disappeared. 
Then  they  themselves,  their  horses 
and  their  men  were  dissolved  into 
nothingness,  juSfc  as  the  froSt  upon  a 
window-pane  blurs  and  then  slowly 
vanishes  under  the  magic  of  the 
sun. 

All  through  the  night  the  angel 
watched  the  sleeping  kings,  smiling 
occasionally  as  they  Stirred  in  their 
slumbers,  and  the  little  white-and- 
yellow  dog  whined  and  barked  in  a 
muffled  key,  as  if  it  too  were  on 
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the  road  and  saw  the  passers-by,  and 
the  Strange  incidents  of  its  masters’ 
pilgrimage. 

Gradually  a  faint  flush  crept  up 
across  the  sky,  announcing  the  first 
Streaks  of  dawn,  when  dreams  are 
ending  and  when  angels  muSt  re¬ 
turn  to  the  place  appointed  for 
them. 

The  three  crowned  sleepers’  faces 
took  on  the  placid  air  as  of  a  dream¬ 
less  slumber,  and  then  the  angel 
gently  closed  the  door. 

A  soft,  low,  swishing  sound,  as 
of  the  waves  that  kiss  the  coral  reef 
of  an  atoll  in  the  Pacific,  was  wafted 
back  into  the  chamber  where  the 
kings  lay  sleeping,  as  he  took  flight 
towards  the  sky. 

The  Magi  Still  sleep  on  in  Sant 
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Abbondio,  ju§t  as  the  painter  limned 
them  five  hundred  years  ago. 

They  have  had  their  dream  : 
Caspar  and  Melchior  and  Bal¬ 
thazar. 
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